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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (if known) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The Weems-Botts House is located on Duke Street, on a hill above Dumfries'

Main Street, and is a small framed structure built in Ffour sections. It is
sheathed with weatherboards, has gable roofs covered with sheet metal, and

is 1lit by modern six-over-six and four-over-four sash. The house's various
sections date from the eighteenth to the twentieth century.

The earliest portion is the northeastern room. It is brick nogged and sits
upon a slate foundation, the east wall of which has been removed to replace
a rotting sill., It is a true story-and-a-half building, with a single 11
by 16 foot room on each level. The first floor retains a section of beaded
horizontal pine sheathing which has been reproduced throughout the room in
the course of the present restoration, Exposed beaded joists and an open
winder stair with a beaded newel comprise- the remainder of the decoration
in this room. The firebox of the exterior end chimney, which is now enclos-
ed in a latexr addition and which is built of brick laid in three-course
American bond, has been refaced, The second story is unembellished except
for a post-colonial chaixr rail across its open gable emd. The original
flooring survives here, as it does in the first floor. Another noteworthy
early appurtenance is the single, louvered casement shutter on the front of
this section of the house.

to the west of the original portion. Like the earlier section, it is very
plain. It has a closed winder stair in the southeast corner and simple
mantels in both stories. In the northeast corner of the first story, a
portion of early pit-sawn, whitewashed weatherboard cladding survives on
the former west exterior wall of the original pertion.

In the twentieth century, a2 ome-story kitchen ell was added behind (south
0f) the eighteenth-century wing and another one-story wing was appended to
the west end of the mid-nineteenth-~century section. Also in the present
century, a one-story porch with chamfered posts was built across the entire
facade of the house. ‘

The house is currently undergoing a sympathetic restoration by Historic
Dumfries Virginia, Inc.
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In the mid-nineteenth century, another, larger single-celled unit was added
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The Weems-Botts house is -asscociated with the names and professiomnal activi-
ties of two prominent early: Virginians~~Mason Locke (Parson) Weems and
Benjamin Botts. The house is also one of the few early structures surviving
in the old Potomac port town of Dumfries. Its earliest portion is a fine
specimen of 'a small commercial structure of the late-eighteenth century and
is noteworthy for being a true story-and~a-half building, an unusual type
for Virginia.

Mason Locke Weems bought the half-acre plot known as Lot 51 from two trust-
ees of the Town of Dumfries in June, 1798. He had by this time retired fronm
the full-time ministry and was a bookseller. It is likely that he built thg
earliest portion of the building for use as a bookshop and temporary lodg-
ing, for he had not yet established his residence in Dumfries even though
his association with the village began in 1795.

As early as 1797, Weems became convinced that small, cheap books would be
popular with the reading public and that uplifting messages could easily be
promoted through them. George Washington struck him as an admirable sub-
ject, and he began to prepare a short biography, enticing his publisher in
June, 1799, with the prediction that "it will sell like flax seed at quarter
of a dollar. I cou'd make you a world of pence and popularity by it." When
Washington died later that year, the book, much of which Weems had presum-
ably written at his Dumfries shop, was almost ready. It appeared a month
and a half later, an anonymously issued 80-page pamphlet entitled The Life
and Memoragble Actions of George Washington. . . .

Weems sold the property in June, 1802, to Benjamin Botts, a successful
criminal lawyer who was prominent among the team of attorneys who defended
Aaron Burr during his treason trial. Botts used the building as his law
office,

Botts and his wife died in the Richmond theater fire of 1811, and the
property title remained in his estate. It was sold for taxes in 1835 and
three years later repurchased by four of Botts' sons, among whom were
Charles Tyler Botts, founder of the Scuthern Planter, an agricultural jour-
nal, and John Minor Botts, a Whig politician.

After brief periods of ownership by eothers, during which time the nineteentl
century wing was added, the Merchant family purchased the property in 1869

and held it until 1968. In 1974, it was acquired by the Town of Dumfries and

leased to Historic Dumfries Virginia, Inc., who are restoring it as a museu
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